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powers. To close a great and noble river to the
commerce of the world, as the Scheldt was closed
under an international agreement, was doubtless
a deplorable expedient; but if no other means could
be found of adjusting acute national jealousies, if
it was a necessary condition of peace between England,
Austria, and Holland, that Antwerp should remain
sterile, then the price may have been worth paying.
The young Republic did not stoop to such a posture
of circumspection. It claimed to alter the public
law of Europe in virtue of principles which were
anterior to all treaties. It declared the navigation
of the Scheldt to be opened : it professed itself ready
to annex any territories the inhabitants of which
should freely desire to be conjoined with France,
The destiny of nations was no longer to be determined
by diplomats, but by the voice of the people, by that
unknown, unfathomed general will which now at last,
after centuries of silence and deference to a servile
convention, was invited to express itself. As for
the tyrants who make war upon a people to arrest:
the progress of liberty and destroy the rights of man,
were they not the outlaws of society ? " They should
be attacked," said Robespierre, " not as ordinary
enemies, but as assassins and rebellious brigands.
Kings, aristocrats, tyrants whoever they may be, are
slaves in revolt against the sovereign of the land,
who is the human race, and against the legislator
of the Universe, who is Nature/'4

" Nature, the legislator of the Universe." But
what if Englishmen, Germans, Italians would not
accept her law ? In his speech against the War
delivered in 1792 Robespierre had himself pointed
out that the Belgians were unripe for liberty; and